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This Capstone seeks: to provide a review of the field of children’s literature, with a specific 
focus on the ways that the mainstream publishing industries are driven by market forces, embed 
messages of Aetonormativity, Maria Nikolajeva’s (2009) term to describe the belief that adult 
experiences are normative and superior to the inferior and deviant experiences of children, and 
participate in the hegemonic control of children through socialization; to share my personal 
journey away from mass marketed picture books and towards independent publishing entities 
and New York City’s zine community; to provide a history of indie publishing and zine 
counterculture, including the ways these spaces have and have not historically made room for 
children’s voices; and to detail the platform and publishing project I initiated to make more space 
for child artists and authors within the world of indie publishing, named Childish Books. Under 
the banner of Childish Books, I have created a website, www.childishbooks.com, to review and 
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A NOTE ON TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS 
 
Currently, Childish Books consists of a website, generated through cargo.site, which users can 
access directly through a web browser by navigating to ​https://childishbooks.com/​. The site 
consists of a single homepage, an About/ Contact page, and individual project pages for each 
work hosted, reviewed, or uplifted on the site. These individual project pages can be accessed 
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Few today would deny that the new corporate publishers are primarily concerned with             
their profit margins and that previously there was a far healthier balance between the              
desire to contribute to the culture and the imperative to generate revenue. 
-Joel Taxel, ​The Economics of Children’s Book Publishing in the 21​st​ Century 
 
My Journey Through Publishing Industry 
Fresh out of college, I began what I thought to be a dream job working for a mainstream 
international picture book artist. I entered with a desire to give care and attention to materials 
shaping children’s worlds, but my high hopes quickly deflated. The five years I spent working in 
the field turned out to be an exercise in disillusionment; in the major publishing houses to which 
I was exposed, such as HarperCollins and Penguin Random House, I saw time and time again 
how editorial decisions were driven by market values. The uniformity of voices and lack of 
political responsiveness in mainstream publishing was incredibly disheartening. After exerting 
considerable energy attempting to reduce the harm or create minor change within these massive 
institutions, I realized I was only aiding and abetting those who benefited from this system. I 
decided to leave the industry altogether to seek what alternatives existed. 
After years of exposure to the profit-seeking pressures of mainstream publishing, 
immersing myself in the zine and artist book community of New York has been a breath of fresh 
air. There I found voices and ideas being readily represented and accepted that were barely 
utterable in mass market publishing. However, I also realized there was a scarcity of materials 
made by or for children. In my exploration of the world of children’s literature, I came to the 
CUNY Graduate Center, where The MALS program has been a home from which to study early 
childhood children’s literature and its circulation. The school has supported my two internships 
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at small independent publishing houses, Small Editions and Endless Editions. For my Capstone 
Project, I plan to expand and develop a project I began in my Urban Children’s Literature course, 
a venture called Childish Books. What started as a website to review artist books and zines 
which might be enjoyed by children has developed into a book making studio and publishing 
imprint; my hope is to one day work directly with children to generate zines and reviews and 
house a non-circulating archive. 
Childish Books is an intentionally capacious and iterative project, as much a platform for 
unheard voices as it is an output of its own. Some animating questions that shape this work 
include: What are the limitations of “mainstream publishing” for creating materials for children? 
What does this publishing subculture make possible for children? Why are children less 
represented in this field? How might children get more involved and have greater sovregnity 
within this community? What are the issues of power, access, and circulation at play?  
 
Socialization & Mainstream Publishing  
The courses ​Introduction to Childhood & Youth Studies​ and ​Urban Child in 
Contemporary Children's Literature​ provided space and structure to study children’s literature in 
depth. The course readings highlighted how children’s literature functions as a tool of 
socialization and how the publishing industry capitalizes on that fact. In their overview of the 
field, ​Reading Children's Literature: A Critical Introduction ​(2013)​, ​Carrie Hintz and Eric L. 
Tribunella detail how ​“Children's literature is a key site for transmitting values and educating 
children” (p. 8). They explain that since books for children are seen as a primary site of 
socialization, these texts are powerful tools in transmitting norms and ideology to young ones 
(Hintz & Tribunella, 2013, p. 8). 
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Many have explored how materials for children play a socializing role. For one, Roland 
Barthes (1984) wrote that toys:  
Always mean something, and this something is always entirely socialized, constituted by 
the myths or the techniques of modern adult life: the Army, Broadcasting, the Post 
Office, Medicine (miniature instrument-cases, operating theaters for dolls), School, 
Hair-Styling (driers for permanent waving), the Air Force (Parachutists), Transport 
(trains, Citroens, Vedettes, Vespas, petrol-stations), Science (Martian toys). (p. 2) 
The types of toys presented to children carry with them occupational expectations of adulthood, 
and adult life also takes a central stage in children’s literature. Perry Nodelman (2008) wrote, 
“Whatever children actually are, there can be no question that it is adult ideas about childhood 
that shape the literature and provide it with its characteristic features” (p. 148). He theorized that 
children's books are structured by adults' assumptions about and desires for childhood and how 
adults want children to behave; ​“In Nodelman’s model, children often learn from children’s 
literature how to be childlike, or how to perform a childlike naiveté that is appealing to adults” 
(​Hintz, 2019, p. ​15). The messages embedded into children’s literature, much like the toys of 
Barthes’ focus, shape the way young readers see, make sense of, and interact with the world.  
Part of my impetus for leaving mainstream publishing and for launching Childish Books 
was a desire to analyze the power structures behind these embedded messages, having seen 
firsthand Theresa Rogers’ (1999) assertion: “Adults are largely responsible for constructing the 
children’s canon, representing children in it, and orchestrating the ways in which children 
interact with that canon. Historically, books written for children were often morally didactic, and 
they still carry many traces of didacticism even if the messages of the works have shifted” (p. 
143). These books tend to be constructed from an Aetonormative point of view, Maria 
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Nikolajeva’s (2009) term to describe the belief that adult experiences are normative and superior 
to the inferior and deviant experiences of children. Aetonormativity likewise asserts, “The norms 
of literature for children are not those of children themselves, but rather those of adults” 
(Nance-Carroll, 2014, p. 274). Again and again we see that children’s literature is largely 
controlled by adults, and that their role in the field in turn has profound effects on the lives of 
children.  
 But how does Aetonormativity, the hidden adult, and socialization all play out in the 
publishing industry itself? There is a great deal of power in controlling the socialization of 
children, since “Children’s literature is seen as a necessary part of a child’s development; many 
stakeholders in that process are willing to invest a great deal of energy and thought in what 
young people read. Put less positively, it can be read as a market that commodifies childhood and 
reduces children and their caregivers to consumers” (Hintz, 2019, p. 16). In America and other 
Western colonized capitalist countries, market values suffuse the industry. Since adults have the 
most purchasing power, publishers are incentivized to prioritize their desires. Daniel Hade (2001, 
in Taxel, 2011) articulates, “publishers understand that they are not in the book business; rather 
they sell ideas they call ‘brands’ and they market their brands through ‘synergized’ goods 
designed to infiltrate as many aspects of a child's life as possible” (p. 482). 
Taxel (2011) notes that many publishing mergers of recent decades have massively 
changed the industry: “Although publishing has always been a business, as most of the 
historically independent publishing companies have been absorbed by giant multinational 
corporations and become part of the global economy, there has been a dramatic shift in the way 
books are conceived, commissioned, produced, and sold” (p. 482). Modern publishers want 
books that are palatable to the mainstream, and therefore prioritize normative buyers; they 
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privilege well known “superstar” authors over newer voices, protecting their revenues and 
market shares. Prior to these mergers, publishing houses operated differently. In the 
mid-twentieth century, “the selling titles helped to support those that didn’t; the experimental 
books or those with minority appeal, or by unknown authors” (Taxel, 2011, p. 479). Taxel (2011) 
wrote that the industry no longer wants to take risks, and “a title without mass appeal may easily 
fall out of print within the year of its publication, before hard-pressed librarians have had a 
chance to assess it or the children are able to have a go” (p. 486). Non-dominant narratives and 
experiences thus fail to find their way to children. 
The Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin-Madison 
(2019a) does research that reveals some of the major ways this plays out. Their work annually 
surveys children’s books to see what types of people are getting published and what types of 
characters they most readily represent in their narratives. In 2019, they collected demographic 
information of 3,716 US printed books (Table 1). 
In that same survey, they analysed the content of these stories and recorded the demographic 
characteristics of at least one primary character (Table 2). 
 
Table 1 
Racial demographics of 2019 children’s book authors and illustrators, by percentage of total. 
White Asian/Asian 
American 




83.2 10.2 6.1 5.7 0.8 0.01 
Table 2 
Identities of primary characters in 2019 children’s books, by percentage of total. 
White Animal/Other Black/African “Brown Skin”* Asian/Asian 
American 
Latinx 
41.8 29.2 11.9 9.2 8.7 5.3 
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“Brown Skin”* as a category represents books in which the primary character clearly has brown 
skin, indicated by illustrations or text, but there are no specific racial or cultural signifiers. This 
data indicates a staggering lack of racial diversity: it is evident that books about white children, 
talking animals, or even trucks and crayons represent nearly three quarters of the market.  
While organizations such as We Need Diverse Books and Reading While White have 
done a commendable job of pushing for more representation and accountability within these the 
major publishing houses, I still find that there is a long way to go to truly disrupt the “hegemonic 
interests of corporate elites” (Taxel, 2011, p. 483). Jacquelyn Chappel (2017) agrees, arguing 
that we don’t only need to disrupt what narratives are being represented in children’s literature, 
but also who is getting published. She uplifts a quote from Chris Barker (2000), which questions 
“who owns and controls cultural production; who the distribution and mechanisms of cultural 
products [​sic​]; [and] the consequences of patterns of ownership and control for contours of the 
cultural landscape” (p. 9, in Chapel, 2017, p. 85). As the CCBC (2019b) says, “Our numbers 
continue to show what they have shown for the past 35 years: Despite slow progress, the number 
of books featuring BIPOC protagonists lags far behind the number of books with white main 
characters” (para. 16). Mainstream publishing is slow to change because it is invested in power 
structures that benefit from the status quo; for this reason, I am uninterested in what is possible 
within this field. Instead, my project looks to independent publishing and self published works. 
Unlike current mainstream publishing, this is where I’ve found presses controlled by people who 
more closely reflect the content they produce. Though I commend the work of We Need Diverse 
 
Disabled LGBTQIAP+ Native/First Nations Pacific Islander 
3.1 3.1 1 0.5 
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Books to correct the omissions in mass publishing, I think we also need to amplify the works that 
are being produced outside of these systems.  
 
Indie Publishing and Counterculture for Kids 
In his book​ Sticks and Stones: The Troublesome Success of Children’s Literature From 
Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter,​ Jack Zipes (2013) writes:  
For a children’s book to be recognized as a book for children, a system had to be in place. 
That is, a process of production, distribution, and reception had to be instituted within 
which places were assigned to different groups of people. Gender, age, and social class 
played roles. Indeed, it was not possible for a broad range of books to be approved and to 
reach children in specific ways until the system of production, distribution, and reception 
was instituted and became focused on how to socialize children through reading. (p. 46) 
Here Zipes points to all the systems in place that control and shape children’s books prior to 
being able to reach their hands. The previous section of this paper detailed the harms and 
limitations of mass publishing in distributing literature for kids. After my research helped me to 
realize that​ working within those confines did not make the material I wanted to present with and 
for children viable, I sought out alternatives. As Zipes (2013) recognizes, I could see that a 
system of production, distribution, and reception would need to be involved in order for any 
materials to reach children. In zine making and independent publishing, I saw such a system 
ready-made. However, there was a lack of materials made by and for young people. Thus my 
goal in creating Childish Books became to create a space within that system that centers children. 
While mainstream publishers have the advantage of access in their ability to distribute 
and circulate books at tremendous scale, indie publishing has its own strengths. Small scale 
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presses can foster local communities and be responsive to the realities, desires, and needs of 
voices that would typically be seen as “radical” or “too fringe.” Josh MacPhee puts it beautifully 
in ​What Problems Can Artist Publishers Solve?​ (2018)​:  
I want to write a statement about the power of self-publishing. But so much of what is 
interesting about it is its very lack of the grandiose. Where more and more aspects of 
culture are driven towards stadium seating and laser light shows, maybe the most 
remarkable thing about self publishing is its diminutive scale. This scale allows for 
experimentation. (p. 12) 
At this smaller scale, different voices are able to circulate and be heard, as the low print runs of 
these books do not need mass appeal to sell enough copies to support the work. Moreover, indie 
publishing does not have the same kinds of gatekeeping that the mass market upholds. To get 
published, you don’t need to navigate the complex channels of agents and submissions. For this 
reason, more voices can get involved. Richard Lee of Booklyn (in MacPhee, 2018) speaks to the 
accessibility of this type of publishing: 
Zine making has long been defined as a democratic and D.I.Y. endeavor, a craft that 
requires little to no formal artistic training. Free form and purely imaginative, zines and 
zine cultures create a shifting forum where a variety of issues can be discussed, built 
upon, and even recreated. New York City has a rich supply of artists schooled in visual 
storytelling, design, and printing that view zines as a method to experiment with their 
craft without commercial barriers and creative limits. (p. 12)  
Indie publishing does not solely value professionally trained voices,  and makes space for 
projects no matter how informal. These publishing subcultures are crucial because they cultivate 
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work outside of dominant culture -- work that would be unpalatable to the stakeholders at major 
publishing corporations. As Rosie Knight (2018) articulated: 
Zines have long been a way for marginalized communities to record their stories, spread 
information, and organize. From the wood-printed abolitionist pamphlets created by the 
American Anti-Slavery Society in the 1830s, to La Catrina satirical cavalera cartoons 
made and distributed by José Guadalupe Posada in the 1900s, to the handouts the Black 
Panther Party disseminated in the ’60s, zine culture as we know it today was created by, 
and built to fit, the political and social needs of communities of color. (p. 1) 
Zine culture has a history not only of creating mirrors and windows by readily representing the 
stories of marginalized voices, but also of generating a space of political and critical analysis. In 
this way, zines function as doors, creating “a space for re-imagining power relations and 
organizing for collective action” (​Botelho & Rudman, 2009, ​p.128). Whereas mass publishing is 
invested in the idea of a largely “normative child” or “universal childhood experience” in order 
to achieve blockbuster sales, independent publishing has the potential to make space for a 
multiplicity of children and childhood experiences. Despite demonstrating a rich history of 
centering marginalized voices, the lack of funding available in small publishing arenas means 
that the scope of these important works is limited and can only ever circulate to a small number 
of people. While this localization is part of its strength, there is great potential to lose these vital 
counter cultural narratives. 
With Childish Books I wanted to create an online space that both makes engaging with 
these narratives easier and functions to archive their existence for future generations. I have been 
interested in the politics of archiving ever since I read Walter Benjamin’s ​Theses on the 
Philosophy of History​ (Benjamin & Arendt, 1986). In it he argued, “Whoever has emerged 
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victorious participates to this day in the triumphal procession in which the present rulers step 
over those who are lying prostrate. According to traditional practice, the spoils carried along in 
the procession. They are called cultural treasures” (p. 256). History is told by the victors; they 
stock the museums, libraries, and archives, choosing what to prioritize and determining what is 
worth remembering. In order to split open these ruling class historical narratives, Benjamin 
(Benjamin & Arendt, 1986) urged us to attend to the voices of those most marginalized. Karen 
Sánchez-Eppler (2013) points out how this prioritization plays out for materials made by 
children: “Childhood and most especially child-made things have generally not been deemed 
significant in this way, and so they tend to land in archives less as the result of intentional acts of 
preservation than because someone, at some point, did not bother to throw them away” (p. 220). 
Zines and indie books also rarely make it into libraries. There are very few zine libraries in the 
country; most of them are non-circulating and primarily designed for adult readers, not easily 
accessible to children. I believe this needs to change. My Capstone Project works towards this 
goal by creating an online showcase of independently published zines and artist books that I 
think could appeal to children. Childishbooks.com is a way to archive these small projects, so 
that even if people cannot engage with the physical materials, they can still find the publishers 
and artists and keep abreast of their latest works. My long term ambition of the project would 
also be to aggregate a non-circulating library of all the titles featured and perhaps work to make 
them digitally available. Childish Books will also address the absence of children-focused work 
in the zine world by publishing more books by and for children, and by reviewing artist books 
and zines that could be enjoyed by a child audience.  
 
Publishing Children & Works Un-intended for Children  
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While I have outlined the limitations and benefits of these different publishing practices 
many important questions still remain: Why publish and/or center children in my practice? Why 
do children need their own space in this field?  
Children make up a third of humans on earth, and what they create, think, do, and say has 
value. During my academic research, I have found many voices who share this sentiment, 
frequently even those doing work outside the formal childhood studies field. In her book ​Vibrant 
Matter, ​a work of Political Theory, Jane Bennett (2010) calls for a perspectival shift from a focus 
on the “human experience” to an attunement to the experiences and agencies of objects, which 
she calls “thing-power.” Her theorizing draws inspiration from childhood experience, as she 
appreciates how children often value and interact with inanimate objects differently from many 
adults: 
Thing-power perhaps has the rhetorical advantage of calling to mind a childhood sense of 
the world as filled with all sorts of animate beings, some human, some not, some organic, 
some not. It draws attention to an efficacy of objects in excess of the human meanings, 
designs, or purposes they express or serve. Thing-power may thus be a good starting 
point for thinking beyond the life-matter binary, the dominant organizational principle of 
adult experience. (p. 20) 
Here, her theorizing is strengthened from an attention to childhood experience. Looking at the 
behaviors of children to support his work in ​The Queer Art of Failure, ​Jack Halberstam​ ​(2011) 
noticed, 
Children do not invest in the same things that adults invest in: children are not coupled, 
they are not romantic, they do not have religious morality, they are not afraid of death or 
failure, they are collective creatures, they are in a constant state of rebellion against their 
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parents, and they are not the masters of their domain. Children stumble, bumble, fail, fall, 
hurt. They are mired in difference, not in control of their bodies, not in charge of their 
lives, and they live according to schedules not of their own making. (p. 47) 
Here, again, a valuing and attention to the ways that children often move through the world 
supports his thinking and opens up new roadways to understand the potentiality of failure. 
However, during my studies, the writer who I’ve found to most value and align his work with 
children is ​Frankfurt School theorist Walter Benjamin. During his life he created radio programs 
for them, collected picture books, and wrote extensively on his own experiences in ​Berlin, A 
Childhood Around 1900 ​(Benjamin, 2006)​. ​Susan Buck-Morss (1989) summarizes his sentiments 
on childhood, and its revolutionary potential:  
What Benjamin found in the child's consciousness, badgered out of existence by  
bourgeois education and so crucial to redeem (albeit in new form), was precisely the 
unsevered connection between perception and action that distinguished revolutionary 
consciousness in adults. This connection was not causal in the behaviorist sense of a 
stimulus-response reaction. Instead it was an active, creative form of mimesis, involving 
the ability to make correspondences by means of spontaneous fantasy. 
(p. 263)  
Benjamin saw much political and redemptive possibility in these gestures of childhood, 
especially those of play and children’s theater (Benjamin, Bullock, Jennings, Eiland, & Smith, 
1986). 
What I hope to illustrate with this sampling of different theorists’ attunement to the lives 
of children is the value that can come from including children within intellectual labor. Not an 
inclusion that romanticizes, codifies, or generalizes children or childhood, but rather an attention 
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to children that seeks to counteract “adult constructions of the child [that] do not correspond to 
what actual children themselves do and say” (Hodgson, 2013, p. 38). 
The understanding that actually children’s behaviors, desires, and needs exceed 
normative adult conceptions is central to my conception of Childish Books. The project is 
interested in presenting children with artworks not necessarily written or intended for children, as 
a way to try and subvert the “hidden adult” of dominant children’s literature and believing that 
“Overly firm definitions of children’s literature prevent us from exploring texts that might enrich 
our understanding of children’s literature” (Hintz, 2019, p. 8)​. Moreover, this is in line with the 
awareness that many children already show interest and investment in books and materials not 
intended for them: ​“basing a definition of children’s literature on the idea that it is the literature 
intended ​[emphasis in original] for children, therefore, does not account for the ways in which 
children have claimed many books never intended for them.” (Hintz, 2019, p.12-13)​ . ​This is 
especially important for children who fall outside the identity markers or experience of 
mainstream publishing “normative child,” who don’t see themselves or their life experiences 
reflected in the books designed “for them.” A child’s performance of “misappropriating” of 
literature could be understood as queer theorist Jose Esteban Muñoz’s (2000) concept of 
“disidentification.” Muñoz (2000) proposes this term as a “descriptive of the survival strategies 
the minority subject practices in order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that 
continuously elides or punishes the existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of 
normative citizenship” (p. 4). He questions how one manages being in a world not structured for 
these subjects, but rather contingent upon the displacement and dispossession of such lives. He 
theorizes that disidentification is a mode of reading and performing, “of tactical recognition that 
various minoritarian subjects employ in an effort to resist the oppressive and normalizing 
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discourse of dominant ideology. [...]” (Muñoz, 2000, p. 97). Children’s capability of “creatively 
misappropriating the cultural artifacts they inherit and transforming them into their own texts” 
(Flynn, 2011, p. 66, in Hintz, 2019, p. 3) is a similar practice of resistance to aetonormativity and 
normalization. I draw attention to these writings to call for an appreciation of children’s 
subjectivities and work towards greater sovereignty for their ability to choose and access books 
regardless of their categorization or intended audience. I hope to accomplish this with Childish 
Books by presenting materials for children’s consideration that were made by artists of all ages, 
who were not necessarily considering children as their sole audience.  
Two writers who have championed recognizing the sovereignty of children are Lara 
Saguisag and Matthew Prickett. They propose that children’s literature studies shift more 
consciously toward a “child-centered approach” that is an increased recognition of “the role that 
children play in creating, consuming, and criticising [​sic​] children’s literature” (Saguisag & 
Prickett, 2016, p.ix). Conversely, Perry Nodelman (2008) ​rejects the work of children, agreeing 
with McMaster’s (2001) delineation that “literature ​by​ children is a different matter from 
literature ​for ​[emphasis in original] children” (p. 149). He creates firm, Aetonormative 
boundaries around the field of children’s literature, which he delineated with “basic assumptions 
- that children’s literature is written by adults and that it is what it is because of how it addresses 
its audience, because of what adults believe children are - adult constructions of childhood” 
(Nodelman, 2008, p. 151). He reprints McGillis’s (2000) espousal of market logic, that “​the 
chance of our economic system making room for children’s voices in any coherent and 
expansive manner seems slim” (in Nodelman, 2008, p. 148), and further dismisses a 
“child-centered approach” (Saguisag & Prickett, 2016)​ by adding, “A text genuinely expressive 
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of childhood or childlike thinking as experienced by a child would lack a fundamental defining 
quality of children’s literature” (Nodelman, 2008, p. 149). 
While I fully agree with Nodelman’s analysis that children’s work would not be palatable 
to adult buyers, and thus not profitable for mainstream publishing houses, I do not agree that it 
need be outside of the category of “children’s literature.” Perhaps the energy Nodelman put 
toward dismissing children’s work would be better spent critiquing mainstream publishers who 
do not value the creations of their audience. My retort here is informed by my exposure to the 
children's rights movement in my Childhood and Youth Studies MALS coursework. John Wall 
(​2013​), a key thinker on childism, claims that more awareness of the lives of children is not 
enough. Instead, we need to fundamentally alter society to be ​as inclusive and responsive​ to the 
needs of children as it is of adults. He states, “[by] ‘childism’ I mean the effort not only to pay 
children greater attention but to respond more self critically to children's particular experiences 
by transforming fundamental structures of understanding and practice for all” (Wall, 2013, p. 
68). Rather than dismissing the literature produced by young artists, as Nodelman does, because 
it is not “publishable” by mainstream media, Wall urges us to instead alter the publishing 
industry so that it would be more inclusive and responsive to the needs and output of children 
themselves. 
 
Childish Books: Applied Theory 
Expanding what materials and content are accessible to children, and publishing 
children’s work, is entirely possible within independent publishing. With Childish Books, I have 
been able to create a platform and publishing project to actualize the ideas outlined in this paper 
and plug into existing distribution models to circulate them.  
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I began the project as a website to review zines and artist books for a few reasons. First, 
there was little to no overhead cost associated which allowed me to get started without having to 
source funds. Second, I had observed a lack of indie publishers centering children on their 
platforms and wanted to invest some energy into cultivating more community and awareness 
around how children might fit into the artist book/zine world. With artist books especially, I 
found many existing works that, while not designed specifically for children, could still be 
greatly enjoyed by them. These works were often wordless images and fields of color, poetic 
texts, or short humorous comics. However, their authors and publishers were frequently not 
considering them for child audiences and instead focused on displaying and selling them to 
adults. I decided to start reviewing and highlighting such books for children’s consideration. In 
doing so I had a few goals. First, I hoped to reframe how artists conceive of their work and start 
to percolate a community of folks who might be interested in expanding their work to kids. The 
reviews provided me with an avenue to approach different artists and publishers and begin to 
foster a larger community. The strategy proved to be highly effective, as soon I had artists 
reaching out to me and submitting their own works for consideration.  
On top of helping to generate community, I was interested in reviewing these works 
precisely because they were not intended for children. This gave them the potential to side step 
some of the aetonormatice and “hidden adult” (Nodelman, 2008) elements of mainstream 
children literature. That is to say, by picking books not solely for children, but which can still 
accommodate them, I hope to get around some of the moralizing implicit content of the “hidden 
adult.” This is my way of being responsive to Rogers’ (1999) point that “adults tend to represent 
their own ideas about childhood, including the notion that it is a time of innocence. [...] In this 
way literature potentially becomes oppressive by providing only partial representation of what is 
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possible for children” (p. 143). Because these works were not created for children, I am hedging 
a bet that they contain fewer implicit adultist assumptions about the limitations of children and 
childhood.  
With a community starting to manifest, and Childish Books beginning to highlight new 
materials for children, I knew the next step was to publish the books I wanted to see directly. I 
worked to build out a studio in my home, seizing the means of production in order to side step 
the gatekeeping tactics of mass publishing and directly produce the work I want to see in the 
world. During my internships at small presses, I learned what tools and machinery I would need 
to accomplish this. Independent publishing is an extremely supportive and tight knit community. 
Since there is little to no money in the book arts, people really work to support each other and 
share information and resources. When folks found out I wanted to launch a children’s 
publishing project, there was much support and many people donated materials such as ink and 
paper to help me get started. Paul John, the director of Endless Editions, even gifted me an old 
Risograph Machine and worked to track down second hand sources of many of the other 
necessary tools. In all, I only invested about $650.00 to get the studio fully functional. This 
included; a laserjet printer, a paper jogger, a stack trimmer, a rotary trimmer, a book press, book 
weights, shelving units, book cart, coil binder, comb binder, wire-o binder, long arm stapler, 
bone folders, and more.  
Launching a publishing project also meant considering how to support the artists I want 
to collaborate with, as well as the sustaining the studio costs to produce the books. Luckily, the 
internship coursework at Small Editions culminated in the production of a publication called 
How to Book,​ which exposed me to many publishing tips and models​. ​As illustrator and co-editor 
of that title, I was in charge of reaching out to 17 different artists, collectives, and presses to 
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interview them for their advice on making books. The book included a whole section about 
funding and finances, and many people generously discussed how they made ends meet. I 
especially appreciated the model of indie publisher Homie House Press, which included three 
different tiers for collaborators to choose from. I loved the idea of offering choice to my artists, 
rather than a one size fits all approach. Taking inspiration from this I developed three 
compensation pathways in order to accommodate different artists’ needs.  
The first option is paying the artist an upfront fee. In the “Advanced Compensation” 
model, we calculate the average potential profit of the project and would pay the artist out for 
50% of those earnings. This means we would calculate the number of sales it would require to 
break even on production costs, then calculate the average of estimated wholesale and retail sales 
to find the total earnings of the book if it completely sold out, and then split those in half. 
Post-production, once we can accurately tally the production costs and the books are ready to be 
distributed, we transfer the funds in full. Artists who do not have the means to distribute their 
own work, or who have immediate financial needs, might be best supported by Advanced 
Compensation. 
The second option is our “Inventory Model.” Similar to the setup at Endless Editions, the 
artist would get paid in 50% of the book edition. This option was designed with artists in mind 
who either already have an infrastructure to show and sell multiples, such as artists who perhaps 
have an online store or table regularly at fairs. While they would have to do more labor to sell the 
books themselves, they might be able to make more money from the edition this way than by 
taking the advanced compensation. 
Finally, there is the Combination Platter. Here, collaborators can opt to get 25% of the 
edition and 25% of the projected project profit in advance. This might work well for artists who 
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need a few books for an opening or event, or just want to give copies out to friends or project 
supporters, but otherwise would not be interested in distributing books. In all the listed models, 
artists are also able to buy additional inventory at production cost.  
While these options are all intended for people who might have interest in or experience 
with designing a book, I also wanted to consider a way for first-time or younger book makers to 
have an easy entry point. For this reason, I also developed a series of “pre-fab” book specs with 
the same compensation tiers. If someone has never made a book, starting with a template might 
make the process less difficult or intimidating. Following the child’s rights framework, I wanted 
to make sure that every aspect of building out the studio was designed with artists of all ages in 
mind. 
Once I had the studio and production equipment set up and partnership frameworks 
developed, I began the exciting work of reaching out to collaborators. For my initial release in 
February 2021, I am planning to launch three titles. The first, a poster folded zine titled ​My 
Musical Zine,​ was designed by eight-year-old multimedia artist Kevin (Knox) White Johnson III 
made with support from his mother Jen White Johnson. Jen shared that “Knox works best 
digitally so we made digital collages themed around his love for music!” I learned about the 
collaborative work of Kevin and his family through their 2018 book ​Knox Rox. ​His father, Kevin 
T. John II, shares that his goal in working on the book was not “to show my story as a parent - 
but his story as an autistic child. The desire is to provide him the space to communicate on his 
own terms, whatever that entails.” I loved that this project was already so invested in centering 
Kevin’s voice and experiences, and after reviewing it for the website I asked if Kevin would like 
to publish a work. 
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The second forthcoming title is being developed with artist, activist, educator, storyteller 
& curator Lukaza Branfman-Verissimo. I had worked with Branfman-Verissimo through Endless 
Editions and started following their work on social media. I learned about their viewfinder 
practice, inspired by the late artist Corita Kent. Cutting a shape into a piece of paper, 
Branfman-Verissimo walks about their neighborhood documenting their world through this 
frame. The images reveal a practice of learning to see and witness. When I approached Lukaza 
about potentially producing a workbook for Childish Books, we both gravitated to the 
viewfinders. Our plan is to die-cut viewfinders into the pages of the book and use an open coil 
binder to make them accessible to readers. We are also considering publishing prompts and 
information about Corita Kent and the history of the practice, and include an email address for 
readers to send documentation of their experiences with the viewfinders.  
Finally, since the project is aimed at making more space for children in the indie 
publishing world, I thought it would be prudent to publish a title with a bit of introductory text 
about zine making for my audience. I found the perfect collaboration opportunity when I learned 
that a fellow book maker had created a slideshow and workshop presentation for Drive Change 
NYC, a nonprofit using the food sector to fund paid fellowships for formerly incarcerated youth. 
I love that it was already conceived with young people in mind, and I approached the artist, 
Margot Terc, about developing it into a book. We were able to use the basic format, and strip 
back the more technical and workshop aspects of the presentation, to present accessible and 
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I am so proud of all of our forthcoming titles and could not be more excited to showcase them 
during Printed Matter’s Virtual Art Book Fair, an online version of the annual art book and zine 
community gathering in New York City, which is one of the largest art book events in the 
country, in late February of 2021.  
 
Welcome Packet for Artists  
Showcasing all the creative materials and labor I have put into Childish Books was not 
only something I needed to perform for the purposes of my capstone project, but also something 
I wanted to create in order to help collaborators and artists to understand the scope and goals of 
the press. For this reason it felt natural to form a “Welcome Packet for Artists” as my capstone 
artifact. The document I made first walks the reader through a project statement and a brief 
history of Childish Books to get them quickly oriented to our values and mission. Next comes 
our publishing guiding principles, which gets more specific about what kind of works we are 
looking to amplify and publish, as well as what we do not permit. While Childish Books is 
invested in resisting the types of censorship that aims to control children’s access to information, 
we also want to be clear that we are proactive about not generating material that is racist, 
transphobic, homophobic, sexist, ableist, or otherwise discriminatory.  
Having oriented the reader to the project's breadth and purpose, I then wanted to give 
some more concrete examples to illustrate how these ideals get put into practice. To this end, I 
added a series of studio photographs and work samples to help artists to visualize our resources 
and what we aim to do with them. The work samples include pdfs of previously published titles 
as well as reviews and interviews from our website. We have also included a picture of our Zine 
Machine, a small claw toy that has been custom painted and repurposed as a mini zine 
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dispensary. We use this item at fairs as a way to reconceive how children can have more fun 
being involved and considered in the distribution aspect of our work.  
The document concludes with more practical information about how collaborations 
would be structured and function. The compensation models and pre-fab book options are 
detailed in full to promote transparency and clarity. Additionally, I generated a studio materials 
list so that artists might have a more specific understanding about what we are able to create in 
house and what might need to be outsourced. The hope is that this might help guide artists design 
considerations and spark inspiration. For example, knowing we have access to a die-cutting 
machine might inspire an artist to experiment with a peephole cover. 
 
Conclusion 
Childish Books seeks to actualize a ready-made space for children within the artist book 
community by highlighting existing works not originally “intended for children” that might be 
enjoyed by any age. Having established this ground, our goal is then to work with more children 
directly, both as artists and as critics. Rather than create a publishing project that is invested in 
helping children to learn and grow, i.e. invested in their socialization, I am interested in how 
Childish Books could question and unsettle normative understandings of children’s literature. 
We are not interested in defining childhood or the child, but rather, inviting new works into the 
category that help us to see their fissures and limitations. We disrupt the assumption that 
materials for children must be made by “mature,” “knowing” adults by creating a platform to 
publish works and reviews by children and by presenting materials for children that were not 
originally or solely intended for a child audience. We question what makes something 
“appropriate” and how that concept might be gatekeeping or structuring the lives of children. I 
 
Child-ish Books: Presenting Zines and Artist Books for Kids        23 
am grateful to the CUNY MALS program for allowing me the educational freedom to work on 
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Project Statement  
  
Childish Books (Cb) is a project that seeks to amplify, aggregate, and archive unique artist books 
and zine projects which could be enjoyed by a “child audience,” however defined. We believe 
that these books represent voices and issues often left out of mainstream publishing, and 
therefore feel it is important that they reach young hands. Through interviews, reviews, 
publications, and exhibitions, we hope to generate dialogue and community around these great 
works. We love projects that are informed by children and/or childhood culture, made 
collaboratively with children, or create open dialogue with children from a place of value and 
respect. The project aims to prioritize children within the zine and artbook world. For more 
information go to ​www.childishbooks.com​ ​or follow us on social media at ​@childish.books​.  
 
History of the Project  
 
Hannah Coleman (they/them) has spent 10 years devoting their professional and educational 
careers to researching how to produce and circulate alternative materials for children. As an 
undergraduate at the Gallatin School for Individualized Study they explored writing, reframing, 
and presenting critical theory to younger audiences. Upon graduation Coleman worked for a 
prominent mainstream children’s book author, getting a first hand look at the market driven 
industry and its limitations. Being disappointed by the lack of diverse voices within that system, 
and the monotony of stories and works it produced, Coleman became interested in other potential 
avenues for kid’s lit. They returned to school to study Children’s Literature and its circulation in 
the Masters of Liberal Arts Studies at the CUNY Graduate Center. While getting their degree 
they were able to volunteer as a work exchange and communications director at Endless 
Editions, and realized the incredible potential of independent publishing for generating 
community and producing vital countercultural work.  
 
Out of these formative experiences, Childish Books was founded in the fall of 2019. Cb began as 
an online platform to host reviews and interviews about artists books, and has since grown to 
include a non-circulating archive and publishing branch. The project was conceived as a 
response to a relative absence of spaces centering children within the artist book and zine world, 
as well as lack of criticism and writing about independent publishing. The studio is currently 
based out of South Portland, Maine.  
  
 
Child-ish Books: Presenting Zines and Artist Books for Kids        26 
Publishing Guiding Principles 
What kind of works are we looking to amplify and publish?  
We are interested in books that are independently or self published, primarily zines and artist 
books. Works do not have to be ‘intended’ for a child audience and can be created by people of 
any age.  
 
Publication Content Guidelines:  
Childish Books hopes that independent publishing can provide avenues for children to 
experience alternative art and ideas to what’s available in the mainstream industry. We think that 
children should have access to information about bodies, sexuality, racism, harm, class, 
liberation movement, and more. While we do not believe in censorship, and especially the white 
supremacist, sexist, homophobic, transphobic, and ableist tradition of censorship within 
children's literature, we want to be clear about the guidelines we hold ourselves and our 
community to when considering materials to publish. 
 
 1. If you’re thinking of expressing something explicitly violent, we ask that you carefully  
consider our context and audience and reflect if it is a good match to hold that work.  
 2. Please know, we do not support threats of violence or violent language against  
another person or peoples.  
3. We will not publish any jokes or insults or racist, transphobic, homophobic, sexist,  
ableist, or otherwise discriminatory work.  
If you feel that we are failing at following these guidelines with any of our content, we welcome 
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Appendix 1: Photographs of the Childish Books studio facilities and equipment.  
 
Appendix 2: Selected pages from ​The Great Enigma​: a forthcoming Childish Books publication. 
Illustrated in the style of Goodnight Moon, this book represents a quotation from Djuna Barnes' 
lesbian cult classic novel, Nightwood. 
 
Appendix 3: My review of ​Knox Roxs​ by Jennifer White-Johnson + Kevin T. Johnson Jr., for 
The Childish Books website. You can see the full article at www.childishbooks.com. 
 
Appendix 4: An example of one of the interviews completed for the website with artist Shannon 
Finnegan. You can see the full interview at www.childishbooks.com. 
 
Appendix 5: ​My Musical Zine​, Photographs of eight year old artist Kevin Johnson III with his 
zine that he designed for Childish Books’ Zine Machine project.  
 
Appendix 6: The Zine Machine: A custom painted toy claw machine for dispensing minizines at 
book fairs.  
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Publications Compensation Models​: 
 
We want to provide a variety of ways to support the artists we work with, and have sought to 
create distinct options that help us cover studio costs while also prioritizing our artists 
financially. If you want to make a custom book with us, we would discuss what specifications 
would be best, and you could then choose from one of our ​three compensation models​ below. If 
you would like more structure to work within, take a look at our ​“​pre-fab” book options​-​ for 
quick and easy templates that we know work wonderfully! 
 
1- Inventory Model, ​get paid with 50% of the books!  
 
Perhaps you have a show opening and want to sell your own copies, perhaps 
you’re an artist or bookmaker who already has a distribution model or goes to 
fairs frequently. This could be a good option for you!  
 
How it works: ​Instead of an upfront payment, you would get  
copies from the edition. First, we would set aside the number of  
books it would take to recoup the cost of printing, and then we  
would split the edition evenly. If you would like more books, we  
can also sell you copies at production cost. 
 
2- Advanced Compensation, ​get 50% of the projected profit​: 
 
This is great if you are an artist who does not have a  
distribution model for books, or wants a clean up-front payment.  
 
How it works: ​In this model, we calculate the average potential ​profit​ of the 
project and would pay you out for 50% of those earnings. So this means we would 
calculate the number of sales it would require to break even on production costs, 
then calculate the average of estimated wholesale and retail sales, to find the total 
earnings of the book if it completely sold out, and split those in half. 
Post-production, once the books are ready to be distributed, we will pay you out 
in full. Waiting till post-production will allow us to accurately comp out 
production costs, so we can calculate your compensation. You can also buy copies 
of the book at production cost if you would like some to keep or give away! 
 
3- Combination P 
latter- ​get 25% books & 25% projected profit 
 
 
Child-ish Books: Presenting Zines and Artist Books for Kids        29 
This could be a good choice if you want to have some copies to sell/ give to 
friends, but cash would also be supportive. You would get a smaller upfront 
compensation, and a quarter of the profit inventory.  
 
- How it works: ​Once we have the production costs of the book we would 
calculate the number of books that would need to be set aside to recoup the cost of 
printing and give the artist a quarter of the remaining books. We would also 
calculate the average potential ​profit​ of the project and would pay you out for 
25% of those earnings. If you would like more books, we can also sell you copies 
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Prefab Book Templates 
 
What is a Childish Book prefab template? 
Our Prefab Templates is the option to design your artwork to preset book specifications that we 
know we can both produce in house and sell with greater ease. You will get to choose from 
templates with pre-set options for dimension, page length, number of colors, and paper stock.  
 
Why is this an option you offer? 
We hope that developing a line of simple book options helps make zine making more accessible 
to entry level artists of all ages. This might be a good way to dip a toe in if you have not 
designed a book before, or if you want to create something on a quick turn around! Finally, these 
options help to keep production costs low, so we can offer them at affordable price points for 
larger audiences while still compensating our artists for their labor.  
 
Pre-fab Compensation Options: 
 
We have developed simple book specifications that help us make getting published easier and 
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The Mini Zine Series (single page poster fold) 
 
Design Time: 1-3 hours  
 
SPECS: 
Edition size:​ 100 copies 
Ink:​ 1 color riso 
Dimension: ​4.25 x 2.75”  
Binding: ​Poster Fold 
Paper Stock: ​8.5 x 11” 67# Cover Springhill  
 
Production Cost: 
TOTAL: $30.00 ​(*material costs, not including labor) 
Wholesale Price: 1$ 
Retail: 2$ 
Tabling Price: 2$ 
 
Artist Compensation: 
Inventory Model:​ 40 zines  
Advanced Compensation:​ $60, and 2 comp copies 
Combo Platter:  ​$30 and 20 zines  
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The Little Zine Series 
 
Design Time: 3-6 hours  
 
SPECS: 
Edition size:​ 200 copies 
Ink:​ 1 color riso  
Dimension: ​5.5” x 4” OR  
Binding: ​Staple/ Saddle Stitch  
Paper Stock: ​67# Cover Springhill  
 
Production Cost: 
TOTAL: $90.00 ​(*material costs, not including labor) 
Wholesale Price: 3$ 
Retail: 6$ 
Tabling Price: 5$ 
 
Artist Compensation: 
Inventory Model:​ 90 zines  
Advanced Compensation:​ $350, and 2 comp copies 
Combo Platter:  ​$175 and 45 zines 
  
 
Child-ish Books: Presenting Zines and Artist Books for Kids        33 
The Classic Zine Series 
 
Design Time: 6-10 hours  
 
SPECS: 
Edition size:​ 150 copies 
Ink:​ 1 color riso  
Dimension: ​8.5 x 5.5”​ OR ​4.25 x 11”  
Binding: ​Staple/ Saddle Stitch  
Paper Stock: ​67# Cover Springhill  
 
Production Cost: 
TOTAL: $140.00 ​(*material costs, not including labor) 
Wholesale Price: 5$ 
Retail: 10$ 
Tabling Price: 8$ 
 
Artist Compensation: 
Inventory Model:​ 68 zines  
Advanced Compensation:​ $500, and 2 comp copies 
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The Letter Sized Print  
 
Design Time: 3-6 hours  
 
SPECS: 
Edition size:​ 50 copies 
Ink:​ 1 color riso  
Dimension: ​Any standard print size under 8.5 x 11  
Paper Stock: ​67# Cover Springhill 8.5 x 11” 
 
Production Cost:  
TOTAL: $12.00 ​(*material costs, not including labor) 
Wholesale Price: 5$ 
Retail: 10$ 
Tabling Price: 8$ 
 
Artist Compensation: 
Inventory Model:​ 68 zines  
Advanced Compensation:​ $500, and 2 comp copies 







Child-ish Books: Presenting Zines and Artist Books for Kids        35 
Equipment List 
 
Risograph (RZ20 Stencil Duplicator Machine) 
- A Risograph is a "Stencil Duplicator" machine reminiscent of a Mimeograph. 
Something like a digital version of silkscreen printing, it burns a screen into a 
mesh covering to pass liquid ink onto a sheet of paper one color at a time. It was 
designed for small to mid sized institutions to produce in-house copies, and has 
been more recently replaced by copiers. As they have gone out of fashion, artists 
have been able to afford discarded models and have repurposed them for edition 
printing. Our model can only print 8.5 x 11 inch sheets of paper up to 80# cover 
weight in two colors.  
- Colors available: 
- Purple RZ20 Drum  
- Green RZ20 Drum  
 
Paper Jogger 
- This machine, used frequently when risograph printing, “jogs” or shuffles a stack 
of loose paper back into a neat printing block.  
 
Laser Printer (Ricoh MP 201SPF) 
- These printers are great for printing black and white sheets in large volume at a 
more cost effective and quicker rate than inkjet printers. Our printer can do letter, 
legal, and Tabloid sized paper from 60 - 90 g/m weight.  
 
Coil Binder (Akiles 13" CoilMac‑M 41 Coil Binding Machine) 
- This machine punches holes on the binding edge of a book to allow for a plastic 
coil to be threaded up the spine in order to hold the book together. Coil binding 
allows for a layflat book in a variety of sizes! Coil bound books do not need 
booklet printed, and thus have some more flexibility in page number. The coils 
come in a variety of sizes depending on the number of pagers in your book, as 
well as colors (including glow in the dark and sparkle). 
 
Comb Binder  
- This machine punches holes on the binding edge of a book to allow for a plastic 
“comb” to be threaded through to hold the book together. Comb binders are made 
of a thinner binding and can unravel or be pulled open along a vertical seam, 
whereas coil bindings are a solid spiral of plastic and do not come open. This 
makes comb binding slightly less durable, but slightly more cost effective. Combs 
can however be custom printed on to include text or small graphics.  
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Wire-o Binder 
- Also similar to Coil and Comb binding, this machine punches holes in the binding 
edge of a book to fit a wire-o binding (pre-formed pairs of wire loops that run 
along a C-shaped unit). Like comb binding, wire-o’s come apart along a vertical 
seam, but is a bit more durable.  
 
Long Arm Stapler (Bostitch) 
- This is used to saddle stitch or staple bind a book, it can staple up to 12” deep on a 
page. 
 
Cricut Explore Air 2 
- This tool was developed for scrap bookers, but is essentially a personal die cut 
machine. It can cut everything from cardstock, vinyl, to thick materials like 
leather, and allows you to precisely cut with incredible precision. 
 
Stack Trimmer (QCM 8200M Heavy Duty Desktop Stack Paper) 
- This machine allows one to cut thick stacks of paper, 360 sheets capacity at a 
12-3/8 cutting width.  
 
Rotary Trimmer (18" heavy duty Carl Rotary Trimmer) 
- This trimmer can only handle 4-6 sheets at a time, but is wonderful for oversized 
prints and small runs.  
 
2 LED Light Boxes 
- Great for tracing or checking registration, one is 12” x 20” and the other is 12.5” x 
9”.  
 
Epson Small Scanner (Epson Perfection V19 Color Photo & Document Scanner) 
- Great small scanner (12” x 9”) 4800 dpi optical resolution USB port connection  
 
Epson Large Scanner (1640xl Large Format Scanner) 
- Wonderful scanner for larger images, 1600 x 3200 dpi hardware resolution and 
42-bit color depth, with a 12.2" x 17."inch scanning area, USB port connection.  
 
Wacom Stylus (Wacom CTH-680) 
- Connects via USB to a computer for stylus design work.  
 
Collating Rack  
- Used to compactly lay out the pages of a book when collating.  
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